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At the beginning of the twentieth century, emit! cbuhtries 
throughout Europe asserted their independence. At the Western fringe
o f the continent, Ireland also demanded to be allowed to  establish a 
governm ent separate from the British Empire. The fina l phase of the 
quest for Irish independence began with a rebellion in Dublin on
Easter m orning, 1916. W ithin three years of the Dublin insurrection, 
the Irish separa tis t party, Sinn Fein, had won its  firs t m ajor e lection, 
and its candidates used the ir victory to establish an independent Irish
parliam ent in Dublin. They called the ir new congress the D a il
E ireann— the Assem bly o f Ireland. W here did this claim  of nationhood
com e from ? On w hat authority d id th is e thn icity call itse lf a  nation?
The Irish pa trio ts  who took the ir seats in the firs t Dail realized 
that they would have to justify  the ir righ t to exist as a nation 
separate from  England. They did so in a form al proclam ation, 
en titled , "A M essage to the Free Nations of the W orld.* It said, in 
p a rt,
Ire land has preserved her national integrity, vigorous and 
intact, through seven centuries of foreign oppression. She 
has never relinquished her national rights, and throughout the 
long era of English usurpation, she has in every generation, 
defiantly proclaim ed her inalienable right o f nationhood.... 
Ire land today reasserts her h isto ric nationhood.1
'Oaf/ Eireann: Minutes o t Proceedings o f the First Session of the Irish 
Parliament: Official Record (hereafter cited es Dail Eireann: Minutes o f Proceedings) 
9 April 1919 p.20
1
f o r  Irtla n d , h itiona flam  w a i based upon a h is toH a il oiiWO: W l O It t if  
tha t Ireland had, onca upon a tim a, baan both independant and unified. 
Furtherm ore, the continual aseertion o f her independence "in every
generation" was given as proof that Ireland’s deserved to exist as an 
independent state. In the Anglo-Irish w ar of 1919-1921. Irish 
nationa lists would draw  upon h istorica l record to confirm  the
righteousness of the ir movement. Because Ireland's only experience
as a nation had been in the d istant past and because the current
m ovement for independence was only part o f a long tradition of Irish
separatism , the past was continually drawn upon to support Ireland's
claim  to independence.
Of course, the past is not a concrete and easily understood 
th ing. Instead, history is e lusive and its in terpretation is constantly 
changing. H istory can have many uses for the present but very seldom 
does history perfectly com plem ent the modern purpose. Such was the 
problem  o f the Irish revolutionaries in attem pting to form  an 
independent Irish governm ent. The history o f Ireland was crucial 
because they believed tha t Irish  history leg itim ized the ir rebellion. 
However, not every aspect of Irish history was equally useful to
Ire land's claim . To understand the true im petus behind the Irish war
for independence and to understand the conflic t between England and 
Ireland, one must look at what history was considered sign ificant by 
the Irish rebels of 1919-1923 and what was not. Of those events in 
h istory that the Irish nationa lists considered im portant, one must
*m  consider how they imagined what had taken p l^  wid how trwy 3 
ittteh>ret# theiroarh version of Ovehti. The Irish todkedto history 
to understand their own rebellion; the historian must do the same.
The sessions of the firs t independent Irish parliam ent gave the 
m ost prom inent of the Irish rebels a forum  in which to speak on the 
objectives and the princip les of the ir new nation. In doing so, few 
delegates could refrain from  also speaking on the old nation— both the 
ancient Ire land that had existed before the British conquest and the 
anglic ized Ire land that existed under B ritish rule since then. In those 
early sessions o f the Oail E ireann, the delegates to  the Dublin 
parliam ent developed the ir own brand o f nationalism  and decided the 
ro le that h is to ry would p lay in the ir nationa list ideology. In reading 
the transcrip ts o f the sessions of the firs t Dail E ireann, one realizes 
how seriously these men and women took the ir duties. There was a 
fee ling in the  Dail not unlike the feeling tha t must have been present 
a t the firs t C ongress of the Am erican Founding Fathers. These were 
ord inary men w ho fe lt tha t the future of the ir nation and the ir people 
was in the ir hands.
Irish p len ipo ten tia ries were dispatched to England in late 1921 
to negotiate a peace Treaty w ith the English governm ent, represented 
by Lloyd George. They carried w ith them an enormous burden; they 
were asked to end the con flic t w ith England, a struggle that had, for 
hundreds of years, defined Irish nationalism  and the Irish 
revolutionary ideology. In ending the conflict, they m ight bring peace
to Ireland but they might also offectivtly destroy tho purpose of 
bWn movement. As Michael C O M  wrote to c frfohd on the day he 
signed the Treaty,
When you have sweated, toiled, had mad dreams, 
hopeless nightm ares, you find yourself in London's streets, cold 
and dank in the night air. Think--what have I got for Ireland? 
Something which she has wanted these past seven hundred 
years. W ill anyone be satisfied at the bargain? W ill anyone? I 
te ll you th is—early th is m orning I signed my own death 
warrant. I thought a t the tim e how odd, how ridiculous. A 
bu lle t may just as well have done the job five years ago.2
M ichael C o llins ' fears were justified . The seven Irish delegates, led 
by C ollins and A rthur G riffith , returned to  Dublin in December Of 
1921. The Treaty they had negotiated was, in some respects, more 
generous than anything that had previously been offered Irish 
nationalists. According to the term s o f the Treaty, the twenty-six 
southern counties could form  an independent Irish parliam ent at 
Dublin. The southern counties were also given the right to tax Irish 
citizens, to  patrol the ir own borders and to trade free ly With any 
other nation. The B ritish Army prom ised to un ila tera lly  w ithdraw  
from Ireland. However, the Irish sta te was o ffic ia lly  granted only 
dom inion status w ith in the United Kingdom, a status sim ilar te 
Canada's but somewhat short of total indops ndoneo. Furtherm ore, the
2 quoted in F.S.L. Lyons, in lan d  Stoea tha Famma (QMeeow, United Mngiom: 
Collins and Sons, 1971) p.439
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triah island w ould ba d ivided in to  tw o states: Northern and Southern 
Ire land. F ina lly, and m o lt im portantly, t i t  Irish e ftitana  w ould  bo 
requ ired to  taka an oath of a llegiance to  tha British king. Upon 
addressing tha  parliam ant that had assem bled to discuss tha  Treaty, 
the p len ipo tentia ries ware m at w ith  chaars by some but w ith derision 
and insu lts from  others. A fte r three w eeks o f u ltim ate ly fu tile  
debates, tha fina l vote was taken. S ixty-four members voted for the 
Treaty and fifty-seven voted against it. Follow ing tha T rea ty ’s 
ra tifica tion , these members in opposition resigned the ir positions and 
w ithdraw, as one body, from  the Bail E ireann. It was the beginning of 
the Irish C ivil W ar of 1482-1923.
W hen the Dail had firs t m et in 1419-1922, it  appeared that the 
delegates agreed on both the purpose e f the ir movem ent and the 
in te rp rs ta ie n  o f the ir history. Independence  Item  E a fla n d  was the
a im  a ! every Irish leader. H istory was free ly eetted upen, usually
>
w ith  fm P t sPhusiaam . If any deputy found his eem wdad' naata tp e  
fo r the  tosh padl aim er tiring  o r dangerous, he did not p ro test in the 
saaaU n t that m at before the trues w ith England. A ll o f the most 
sjpm bosnt eepete e f Irish h istory ware at least m entioned, h istory 
and its m tppM rtM ion ware tea im portant to tha delegates for them 
to com pletely na#ae t any pan  of (he Irish p a p  The Irish were 
possessed of a hafe* i f  mind tha t eenUnually referred to the past to 
explain tea present. Pram me eenpMtet ef Ireland in 117 |  until the 
Easter R ising e f 1916, every hiatorioal act was diaeusaed and ju t te d
fo r both its  degree of honor and fo r its  u tility to the present purpose. 
The delegates w ere m ost interested in two particu la r form s o f 
nationalist stands: those that had used violence and advanced radical 
change and those that had used Irish politica l pressure to further 
m oderate reform . The most radical and violent events in Irish history 
included the resistance to the English conquest in the sixteenth 
century, the  republican rebellion of 1798, the Fenian rising in 1867 
and, m ost im portantly, the Easter R ising of 1916. Henry Grattan, 
Daniel O 'Connell, Charles Parnell and John Redmond were among the 
more m oderate reform ers in the Irish nationalist past. S till o ther 
chapters in Irish h istory, including the Crom wellian cam paign in 
1649, the Young Ireland movement in the 1840s and the Irish Potato 
Famine o f 1845-1849, while not nationalist in content, were used by 
the delegates to develop and define the tenets of Irish nationalism  in 
the 1920s. One of the purposes of th is paper is to  ask how the 
delegates treated the m ost im portant events in the ir history. The 
chapters o f Irish h istory that the delegates found most interesting 
and most com pelling reveal much about their purpose in the ir war 
with England but also reveal some of the causes of the eventual sp lit 
in the Dail E ireann. The Irish delegates looked eagerly and often to 
the h istory of (heir sm all sland, from  that history they drew 
im portant id fa s  and fhom es that they tried to im plem ent in the ir 
in ffh t nation. However, they also discovered themes and ideas that 
•ven tua lly  made the unity o f the Dail Eireann im possible.
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before ro il hosWdles began between Ireland and England. The Oaii 
w e* occasienetty driven underground during the war w ith England but 
the delegatee did menage to meet regularly until January of 1922. In 
egrly 198 |, the Irish leaders split into two fp e tio n i over the Peace 
Treaty that had been n e g a t e  with England in December of 1921. 
The last session of the firs t ©Pil Eireann met on 10 January 1922. An 
o ffic ia l record of the ir public sessions from  1919-1922 is available. 
This paper exam ines the uses of history by the Irish delegates to the 
firs t Dail Eireann based on tho follow ing two transcripts: O a ii
Eireann: M inutes o f Proceedings o f the Firet Session o f the Irish 
Parliam ent, 1919-1988 and Op// Eireann: Tha Debate on the Treaty 
between G reat B rita in and Ireland, 14 Decem ber 1981-10 January 
1988
The peace negotiated in the 1921 Treaty d id  not come easily to 
the Emerald Isle but came, as had much of Ireland's independence, 
after war and tragic losses. The Irish C ivil War was fought over 
sym bols in which the Republican side rejected the Treaty because it 
did not com pletely reflect the same purity of purpose that they 
required of Irish history. Indeed, by the interpretation of Irish 
h istory and Irish heroes that the anti-T reatyites offered, the 
continuation of the Anglo-Irish war and the inevitable defeat of the 
Irish Army were preferable to any deviation from the ir principles or 
to any perceived betrayal. That the Irish people them selves did not
support the cause of the anti-T reaty forces was considered rather 
triv ia l; the h istoncal mandate was given far more weight that the 
e lectora l one. H istorieism  eventually becam e a burden that polarized 
the Dail and drove both parties into rig id  and uncom prom ising 
p o s itio n s .
II.
The Teachta Dail (TD)3 had to justify the suffering of the 
present war with England by calling upon the past. The secretary for 
na tiona l industry intended this when he said, "I merely mention the 
past fo r the purpose of explaining the present. In regard to this 
usurpation, to the history of the English trespass on Ireland, past and 
present are one unbroken unit."4 In a sense, the modern phase of the 
Irish revolution really began w ith the Young Ireland agitations of 
1848 and continued w ith the reb irth  o f Fenianism  in the m id*l85G s. 
This era of history had already been g lorified  by the Irish public and 
by the revolutionary elite. If the current violence could be construed 
as a stage in the ongoing revolution, it too could be glorified and 
revered. If the po litic ians and the revolutionary leaders could make 
the nationalism  of the 1920s part o f the even more d istant medieval 
past, so much greater would be the glory and so much easier would be
3 Teachta D ail (TD) is the Irish equivalent of a Member of Parliament. 
Throughout this paper, I have adopted the modern Irish practice of using common Irish 
political terms, such as Sinn Fein or Dail Eireann, as if they were English words.
4 Da/'/ Eireann: Minutes of Proceedings (9 May 1919) p. 96
the acceptance of the current conflict. Thus, the speeches of the Dai? 
tried to put the destruction of war in the much larger context of the 
pact. The Irish deputy was required, by his own politic.. and by the 
demands of h ie electorate, to g lorify this war with England and to 
g ive  the history of Ireland a crucial role in the ca ll fo r total 
independence.
The delegates fed at ease in turn ing to h istory to justify  the ir 
rebellion because they were on such intim ate term s w ith the history 
o f the ir country. Irish delegates frequently retarred to events in 
Irish history that were hundreds of years o ld  as if they had happened 
just yesterday. As George Noble Plunkett declared, "There is no 
ancient h istory in Ireland. We feel today die pangs our fathers fa it."5 
The Yeung Ireland movement, d ie  tragedies e f the the femme and the  
Fenian m ovement were especia lly patent rem inders of each Teaehta's 
personal responsib ility to uphold their p ledge to the past.
Furtherm ore, the personal fam ilia rity  tha t most m embers possessed 
about h is to rica l happenings cohered the ir in terpre ta tion of 
contem porary ie tu ie . Faw delegates could consider the Anglo-Irish 
war or the proposed Treaty w ith England w ithout asking not only what 
the ir d istant ancestors would want them to do but a lso what their 
own fathers and grandfathers would expect of them. H istory in 
Ireland was then, and is still new, a personal drama.
5 Dali Etraann: Mlnutaa or Procaadings (10 April 1918) p. SS
Austin Stack explained his devotion to the Irish republic and his* 
resistance to the 1921 Treaty by recalling, "I was nurtured in the 
traditions of Fenianism. My father was a comrade of O 'Donovan Rossa, 
a '67 man...Has any man here the hardihood to stand up and say that it 
was for this our fathers have suffered?"6 When M ichael Collins was 
accused of being an Irish tra itor, he defended his right to be known as 
a loyal Irish so ld ier by rem inding the audience,
I am a representative equally w ith any other member of 
the same stock of people who have suffered through the terror 
in the past. Our grandfathers have suffered from war and our 
fathers or some of our ancestors have died from fam ine...I am 
jus t a representative of plain Irish stock whose princip les have 
been burned into them .7
A m ultitude of disagreem ents over the meaning and the va lid ity  of an 
h istorica l m andate em erged in the earliest sessions of the Dail 
Eireann but no one ever tried to deny that history was crucia l to the 
decisions of the modern day. To deny history would be to deny the 
fam ily m emories, parental lessons and oft-repeated stories of 
ancestral glory tha t had brought each delegate to the Irish congress.
Much of the personal fam ilia rity  w ith history can be explained 
by the way in which the delegates learned about Ireland. The Irish
6 Official Report: Debate on the Treaty between Great Britain and Ireland 
Signed in London on 6  December 1921 (hereafter cited as Treaty Debates ) 19 
December 1921 p. 28
7 Treaty Debates p. 35
school system, previous to the establishm ent of the Irish Free State, 
was funded and largely controlled by the parliam ent at W estm inster. 
Because of th is, Irish history was generally absent in the o ffic ia l 
curriculum  and textbooks of the Irish national schools. As Donald 
Akenson wrote in The Irish Education Experiment,
11
One of the greatest sins that can be imputed to the editors 
of the com m issioners' books is that the books contained 
references to Ireland as a geographical entity but as little  else. 
This is understandable, given the governm ent's fear o f anything 
that m ight stim ulate Irish nationalism  but it was hardly 
jus tifiab le  fo r Irish children to go through school w ithout ever 
hearing of the history and the culture of their own country.8
However, Irish children learned more about their country than 
Akenson would suggest. Although school teachers were supposed to 
ignore the Irish past, many found the ir own way to teaeh Irish 
children the h istory o f he island. Modern teachers inherited the role 
of the early nineteenth century hedge schoolmaster, who had acted 
not only as the in te llectual of the com m unity but also as the village 
historian and poet. The late nineteenth and twentieth century school 
teacher was responsible, as had been his predecessor, fo r guarding 
the village 's legends, battle stories, and fam ily lore. Because of this, 
and because of the lack of available w ritten texts, history was 
im parted to the students at the same intim ate level that the ir 
teachers had heard it. Further contributing to the rom antic
8 Donald Akenson The Irish Education Experiment (London: 1970) p. 238
in terpre ta tion of h istory was the schoolteacher's own po litica l 
allegiance. Like the instructor at the hedge school, the modern 
schoolm aster was considered a radical. National teachers were 
prom inent w ithin the G aelic League and w ithin Sinn Fein throughout 
the 1890s; many Irish Republican Army (IRA) veterans of the Anglo- 
Irish W ar a ttribu ted the ir nationalism  to the influence of 
schoolteachers in the ir earliest years. Thus, the revolutionary 
leaders learned history w ith a tendency to rom anticize, to sim plify 
and to personalize.
The history of Ireland that the delegates used to define their 
nationalism  was not lim ited to the modern era. Ireland was 
considered to have a history both long and dignified and all of it 
contributed to the ideology of the delegates at the 1919-1922 Dail.
In the firs t session of the Dail, Mr. Patrick O 'Keefe announced,
"Ireland can justly  address the nations fo r she is the oldest and 
perhaps the most illustrious of the European nations."9 For the Irish 
rebels, part o f establishing Ireland as an independent nation would 
mean moving backward in tim e to her illustrious youth. M odernization 
and reform were considered the enemies of revolution and the 
instrum ents that would soften the zeal o f the rebel. The only true and 
worthy Ireland was that old but distant "nation" that had never been 
touched by England. It was the ancient history of Ireland that was 
considered the most Irish. For many of the delegates, to return to it
9 Dail Eireann: Minutes of Proceedings (11 April 1919) p. 74
was the u ltim ate aim. To recapture that part o f the past would he to 
reclaim  the Irish nation. Speakers often ignored the most modern 
stages of Irish history and favored the legends of ancient Ireland. In 
a speech during the Treaty debates, M iss MacSwiney, the daughter of 
the m artyred m ayor of Cork, recalled one of the m ythical w arriors of 
ancient Ireland and urged a return to that time. She said, "Long ago, 
in Ire land's history, in the tim e of Fionn MacCumhail, men had truth in 
th e ir hearts, strength in the ir arms and what they said, that they 
would do .”10 In her reference to the m ost w ise and noble of Ireland's 
ancient sold iers, she echoed many others who also insisted that the 
Irish of the tw entie th  century should repeat the actions and relive the 
ideals o f a tim e recalled on ly by legend.
As w ith  m ost of Irish  h istoric lsm , the fascina tion  w ith 
antiquity contained a m andate fo r the present. The study of ancient 
Ireland necessitated that the future Ire land be the sam e kind of 
G aelic, C e ltic state. The in terest in the restoration o f the Gaelic 
cu lture and the Irish language began with the Young Ireland movement 
of the late 1640s. By the 1920s, the movement had become both more 
po litica l and more desperate. When Thomas Davis, the founder of 
Young Ireland, cam paigned fo r the revival of the ancient culture, one 
m illion and a ha lf people s till spoke Irish. By 1916, the Irish 
language had been relegated to only the most rem ote and sparsely 
populated regions o f the w estern and southern counties. Its loss and
1 3
10 Treaty Debates (21 December 1921) p. 126
its continu ing erosion was, therefore, s till a pa in fu l and im m ediate 
rem inder of both British destruction and the fa ilu res of Irish 
nationalism . M ichael Collins said, "Nobody notices but the thing has 
destroyed our Gaelic c iv iliza tion ...tha t is a thing we are able to stop 
but not perhaps if we lose the opportunity of stopping it now."11 To 
speak Irish and to celebrate the G aelic culture became a requirement 
for true nationalism . Padraig Pearse, whose brand of nationalism  
became a sacred doctrine for many of the men and women who sat in 
the 1919-1922 Dail, had written in 1899,
Today, the only thing necessary to make a man or an 
institu tion Irish is a little  dab of green, displayed now and 
again to relieve the monotony and a little  eloquent twaddle 
about the children of the G ael....The heresy is that there can be 
an Ireland, that there can be an Irish literature, an Irish social 
l i f j  w h ils t the language of Ire land is E nglish.1*
The English language became alm ost a source of shame for h sh  
nationalists; it was as if they had somehow betrayed Ireland in giving 
up her native language. Joseph MacDonagh prefaced his firs t speech to 
the Dail by apologizing: "It is w ith great regret that I must confess 
that I am not com petent to address you in the Irish language.”13 It 
was a com m on practice fo r the members o f the Dail to begin the ir
11 Treaty Debates (19 December 1921) p. 34
12Pearse, Padraig The Letters of Patrick H. Pearse "To the Editor, May 13,
1899" (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe Publishers. 1980) p.9
13 D ail Eireann: Minutes o l Proceedings (10 April 1919) p. 65
parliam entary epeeodes in Irish and to  la ter na ve  into the more 
easily spoken, and morn easily understood, English. The deputise were 
genuinely sorrowful that the language had not been preserved and this 
sadness in tensified  the ir determ ination to resurrect the G aelic 
society. One o f the prime duties Of the M inister for Education was to 
deal w ith the Irish language question and to devise a program  to 
preserve and extend its use. The Dail was preoccupied with 
establishing national schools in which only Irish was spoken and with 
m aking Irish language courses a required part of every schoolchild 's 
curriculum . The Dail ordered that all o ffic ia l docum ents be printed m 
both Irish and English; indeed, all transcrip ts of the Dail debates were 
painstaking ly transla ted into Irish. These acts were, fo r the Irish 
leg is la ture , sure steps towards recla im ing the ancient Irish culture. 
The nationalists hoped that if they could return to the custom s and, 
mere im portantly, the language of the ancient world, Ire land would be 
a nation once again.
The concern w ith Irish h istory also dictated changes in the 
teaching of history. As has been previously noted, Irish history had 
been neglected by the o ffic ia l curriculum  of the school system . The 
delegates' own reverence for h istory required that it be learned and 
respected by fu ture generations. The delegates therefore ca lled for 
Irish h istory to becom e part of every schoolchild 's education. The 
Irish needed the ir children and grandchildren to support the ir cause.
To ensure th is required that Irish history be taught as the delegates
fe lt it should be. As Mary MacSwiney, a schoolteacher herself, asked. 
“What w ill you teach the children? You must teach history, you must 
teach the history of the great ones of the past."14 To understand the 
Irish need to teach history, one must remember that the Irish 
nationalist m ovement was strongly influenced and often led by 
schoolteachers. Padraig Pearse, the m artyr of 1916, was firs t an 
educator and only secondly a evolutionary. He, and the delegates of 
the Dell d ie t fo llow ed his exam ple, thought that the real measure of 
Irish independence would be in Irish schools. Ireland could only be 
free when history, which had inspired her independence, could be 
taught to Irish children.
The revolutionaries also believed that the w orld ’s perception of 
Irish history had been c istorted by England. The Irish wished to 
correct tha t portrayal. As the home secretary said, “England is no 
longer edfo to pour any story she wtehee into the ear of the world and 
we must te ll the ear of the world that there is no nation in Europe 
which has suffered so much under an existing Empire as this nation of 
o u rs .” 15 George N oble P lunkett also criticized England’s 
m isrepresentation of Irish history. He cried, ‘She has carried out her 
cam paign o f v ilifica tion  in Paris but the French have not forgotten 
h isto ry a lto g e th e r.” 16 The Irish rebels so admired and g lorified  their
14 Treaty Debates (2* December 1921) p. H i
15 Dail Eire arm: Minutes ot Proceedings (9 May :919) p. 86
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16Oa// Eireann: Minutes of Proceedings (10 April 1919) p. 58
awn history that they feared that people m ight not understand how 
noWy and bravely Irish people acted. The delegates needed the world 
to approve of them and their cause. Therefore, they attempted to 
teach the world about the glory of Ireland.
The Irish delegates were fixated on the history of the ir nation. 
They turned to history to teach them the way to build the ideal state 
in Ireland These men and women were entirely at ease to speak and 
sometimes even lecture on the history of Ireland Many of them were 
actually scholars of the Gaelic culture and of Irish history. To others, 
the history Of Ireland was mere a m atter of memory than of h is to ry - 
they w ere personally fam ilia r w ith tha history of the ir country. Thus, 
the delegatee did not spaak on history in broad sweeping terms, th e y  
referred to specific events in Irish history and they drew  specific 
ideas, polic ies and beliefs from these events. The most im portant of 
these happenings o f the Irish past received elaborate attention and 
were considered absolutely crucia l to the establishm ent of Irish 
independence. The members o f Ireland's firs t Parliament used the 
battles, the movements, the politicians and the heroes of the Irish 
past to build a new nation in Ireland.
I l l
The English presence in Ireland and the beginning of English 
dom ination had come about largely at the invitation of an Irish king. 
Qermot MacMurrough has the dubious honor of instigating the
turbulent relationship between Ireland and her neighbor In 1169, 
MacMurrough, a fter his own defeat by one of the rival Irish kings, 
asked for help from  Strongbow, the leader of the Cambro-Norman 
barons. Strongbow himeelt inv a li d Ireland, captured Dublin and 
W aterford and took  eve O arm ots throne upor h e  death Strongbow 
owed his feudal aiieg*ance to Henry II o f England and. through that 
re lationship, estab lished English rule in Ire land th is  asteb iehm ent 
was a som ewhat lito rg a m te d  and inform al a ffa ir The tnbai leaders 
of various Irish provinces h id  n© problbm  w ith swearing their loyalty 
to the In g lis h  king provided. Of course, that Henry was not so 
presum ptuous as to in tertars in the actual governm ent of Ireland. The 
Angle-Norm an settlers also accedod to thd w ishes of the Irish clans; 
they assarted real control only in tho Palo, the term for the area 
im m td iite ty  surrounding Dublin English settle rs who ventured 
Id y s n d  the Paid interm arried w ith the Irish and became alm ost 
in d is tin g u itb illb  from  the native population. This co lon ization and 
c g n p U ilt o l Ira land by England was noithar harm onious or com plete. 
Law and order W in  net fu lly  estabwthdtf and the English influence in 
governm ent could b i  detected only in the most lim ited ways Thus, 
delegates who claim ed that the English had ruled and oppressed 
Ireland for a fu ll seven and one-half centuries ignored the fact that, 
fo r at least two centuries and possibly for as many as four, the 
English presence in Ireland could barely be detected.
The firs t r»«i attem pt to govern Ireland cam e in 1366 w ith the 
Statutes Of Kilkenny. These laws were designed to prevent English 
settlors from  being absorbed by the Irish population. They outlawed 
inter m arriage between the two peoples; they also forbade anyone 
tram  speaking o r teaching the Irish language. W hile the statutes 
rem ained in e ffect for over two hundred years, they were largely 
ignored by English and Irish alike.
O f course, the Reformation made the differences between the 
native Irish and the English settle .> far more d istinct. In the 
sixteenth century, England attem pted a more com plete po litica l and 
re lig ious conquest o f Ireland. Henry VIII was declared the supreme 
head of the Church of Ireland, replacing the pope in the religious 
hierarchy. Irish ch ie fta ins were made feudal lords. Their new titles 
left the ch ie fta ins' lands undisturbed but did make the position of the 
Irish kings far more vulnerable. As English subjects, the ch ie fta ins 
could, fo r the firs t tim e, be convicted of treason and dispossessed of 
the ir land.
The legal and politica l encroachm ent of the English in Ireland 
continued throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. One 
de legate  stated,
That was the beginning of a long period of Irish history in 
which Irish men gave colour to the pretence that the English 
governm ent had some position of, if not moral, a t least legal 
justifica tion  in the country....There began an era of the
corruption of law and justice which has run down to our tim e. 20
17
The governm ental institu tions of law and order, including the Irish 
Parliam ent at Dublin and Dublin Castle, were founded on what would 
la ter be perceived as English trickery. The delegates believed that 
the English de liberate ly deceived the Irish kings and that the Irish 
chiefta ins never knew how many of the ir rights they surrendered by 
becom ing the noble subjects of the English crown. The institutions 
established in the sixteenth century would become representative of 
all that was unfair and dishonorable about the English presence in 
Ireland. One delegate said of Dublin Castle, "For nearly five 
centuries, Dublin Castle had been the forcing house of such a growth 
o f legal co rrup tion , system atic perjury, ju d ic ia l m urder, confiscation 
and oppression through the form s of law as cannot be paralleled in 
any other coun try ."16 Furthermore, the belief that English rule had 
been achieved by fraudulent and deceptive means allowed later day 
Irish patrio ts to  deny the legitim acy o f the English governm ent. As 
Mary MacSwiney said, “Up to th is point, we have never been rebels. 
You can only rebel against a law fully constructed authority. The 
authority of England in this country of ours had never been lawful and 
has never been recognised by the Irish people."19 The history so
17 Dali E lrew n : Minutes ot Proceedings (9 May 1919) p. 95
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im portant to the delegates of the firs t Dail Eireann allowed the Irish 
nationalist to condemn the English for both the establishm ent and the 
continuation of the ir rule in Ireland.
Even a fte r the Reformation and the more com plete 
establishm ent o f Englisn rule in Ireland, English colonization 
rem ained rather irreso lute until the arriva l of O liver Cromwell in 
1649. For the Irish delegates of 1919*1922, this period between 
1170 and 1649 was som ewhat disappointing. Its only redemption was 
the rebellion led by U lster's Hugh O 'Neill, the Earl of Tyrone, in 1598. 
Tyrone became known as Ireland's first patriot. He had managed to 
loosely unite Leinster, U lster, Munster and Connaght; th is fragile 
a lliance of Ire land's four kingdom s la ter created the myth that Ireland 
was a united whole and allowed Irish patriots 300 years later to 
believe in the ancient Hsh nation. Tyrone also adopted the ancient 
G aelic title , "The O 'N eili," which had been foroidden by the 1366 laws. 
In doing so, he seemed to stand for the same reassertion of the Gaelic 
nation that the delegates of 1919 believed in. He won one major 
v ictory against E lizabeth's arm ies and his term s of peace further 
honored him  in the annals o f history. He demanded the restoration of 
both C atholicism  and the C eltic cu lture throughout Ireland. S im ilarly, 
a delegate to the Dail of 1919 shouted out, "The Celts are back with a 
vengeance ."20 That Tyrone was crushingly defeated by Elizabeth's 
arm ies at the Battle o f K insale in 1602 was only m inor inconvenience
2° Dail Eireann: Minutes o l Proceedings (9 May ‘ 919) p.88
that did nothing to dim inish his legend as an Irish warrior. Having the 
courage to figh t the B ritish was always crucia l; fa iling  to actually 
defeat them  was merely incidental. As Padraig O 'M aille said in 1921, 
"H istory w ill be on the side of those who are acting as Hugh O 'Neill 
acted at K insale."21 That side happened to be the losing one but that 
disgrace was somehow forgotten. The aim s of the delegates in 1922 
reflected the aims of the ir firs t patriot. They would em ulate Hugh 
O 'Neill by resisting England m ilitarily in the hopes of resurrecting a 
Gaelic Irish nation.
Hugh O 'Neill never fu lfilled  his m ission. In the years follow ing 
his defeat at Kinsale, the ancient customs, language and kingdoms of 
Ireland were largely disassem bled. However, for the Irish of la ter 
generations, fa ilure to defeat England was not considered 
dishonorable. The idea of the blood sacrifice was a powerful one; 
martyrdom was a favored position. Thus, the Irish delegates who 
rejected the independence offered in the 1921 Treaty, even as they 
knew that the ir m ilitary venture against the B ritish Arm y would 
never succeed, did not worry about being branded e ither fools or 
tra itors. Failure, as long as it did not involve being deluded or 
cheated by the English. was never shameful.
In the centuries follow ing the Battle of K insale, Irish C atholics 
suffered much at the hands of the English governm ent at W estm inster 
and the Protestant settlers in Ireland. Irish Catholics were largely
2 ’ Treaty Debates (22 December 1921) p.144
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dispossessed and, as landless Catholics, had few rights. The 
Protestant ascendancy was estab lished and Protestants did indeed 
w ield alm ost to ta l contro l over the ir Catholic countrym en. In 1641, 
the "Irish papists" rose up against the English settlers. The 
somewhat disorganized rising unleashed the fury of a population that 
was chafing under numerous insults and indignities. The English 
public, already suspicious and contem ptuous of Catholic Ireland, 
quickly accepted the rum ors of the a trocities com m itted against 
Protestants. The propaganda o f the 1641 Rising allowed O liver 
Cromwell to justify  his own rampage in Ireland alm ost a decade later. 
It was C rom w ell's response to the R ising, and not the Rising itself, 
which m ost in terested the 1919-1922 Dail E ireann.
Crom well arrived in Ireland in 1649. He earned him self a 
hateful place in Irish m ythology through his cam paign against 
Catholicism  in Ireland. O f a ll the a trocities com m itted, the one most 
often recalled was the k illing  of schoolchildren in a schoolyard in 
Drogheda, a town ju s t north of Dublin. W hile Crom well's arm ies were 
indeed harsh and unforgiving, they were responding to an uprising that 
had also been harsh and unforgiving. However, Crom well's action 
would not be explained away by the Irish of the seventeenth century 
nor by the ir descendents in the tw entieth century. Instead, O liver 
Crom well, and m ost especia lly the innocent ch ildren killed  at 
Drogheda, would form  part of Ire land 's national m entality: the English, 
as a nation and as a governing body, were considered heartless,
Protestant m urderers w hile the Irish were innocent, a lm ost ch ild like, 
v ic tim s .
The belie f in Irish victim ization continued throughout the 
h istory o f Ireland and became an im portant force in Irish separatism  
and Irish nationalism . W hile some aspects of the Irish historicism  of 
the 1920s focused on the Irish as brave rebels, a secondary theme 
was the Irish as the eternal sufferers. As Ladras M acFiontaill said, 
“ In the struggle for right, none have undergone anything equal to 
Ireland in the in tensity of the persecutions they have suffered; none 
have borne with such atrocities by an outside power nor have been 
slandered in the sam e degree."22 Cromwell served two purposes for 
the Irish nationalists o f the 1920s. First, and most im portantly, the 
Crom wellian devil was considered the em bodim ent o f the English 
sp irit. The attention given to the Crom wellian campaign turned the 
English into no mere foreign governors but into heartless and immoral 
m urderers. This m entality spurred d istrust, paranoia and an 
em otional hatred of the English that was far more intense than any 
pa trio tic  fervor. Secondly, focusing on Cromwell and his arm y 
allow ed the Irish nationalists to perpetually see them selves as 
struggling for the ir lives and the very survival of the ir nation against 
a hostile world. As one delegate complained, "One thought has run 
through England and that has been the exterm ination of our race. Was
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not Ire land cruc ified?"23 By making patriots and nationalists out o r  
the children who died at Drogheda, the Irish rebels made death— even 
innocent and non-politica l death—  an act of patriotism .
The Irish of the twentieth century delighted in seeing 
them selves as the helpless victim s of B ritish im perialism  and 
oppression. However, they also needed to confirm  themselves as 
brave and courageous soldiers. In the rebellion of 1798, they found 
h istorica l proof of what they considered Irish bravery; they also 
found h istorica l precedent fo r revolutionary violence. The 
insurrection began on toay 23 of that fam ous year; by the 21st of June 
it had largely petered out. However, w hile the objectives of the 1798 
rising were never realized, fa ilure was once again not enough to 
render the m ovement m eaningless. Instead, the thwarted rising of 
1788 becam e an extrem ely im portant part of Irish history and Irish 
politics. The speeches of the Dail Eireann of 1798 are full of 
references to the "gallant men of '98." To understand the role of 1798 
in the establishm ent o f Irish independence, one m ust understand the 
objectives of the rising itself and the philosophy of the man who led 
i t . »
T N l rebellion was organized by the United Irishmen. The United 
Irishm en was a radical, republican organization tha t adopted as its 
firs t princip le  a com plete separation from  England and the 
establishm ent of the Irish Republic, modeled on the First Republic of
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France. It also ac'vocated the union of all three religions in Ireland— 
Catholic, Presbyterian and Protestant. The main impetus for the 
rebellion came from  a young Protestant barrister, Theobald W olfe 
Tone. Unfortunately, the expected m ilitary support from France never 
came, the peasantry did not rise up against the English Army and 
W olfe Tone was arrestnd and eventually com m itted suicide in prison. 
The rising that was meant to separate Ireland and England in fact did 
just the opposite; the most d irect result of 1798 was the Act of 
Union w ith Britain. However, republicanism , an idea that would 
eventua lly d ivide the Irish congress in 1921-1922, firs t became am 
elem ent of Irish nationalism  in 1798. Sean MacEntee proclaimed,
"The Republic firs t brought to the services of our country the service 
and the life of Tone....For this, he was w illing to die."24 Tone and the 
g lorious year of 1798 made the republic an integral part of the Irish 
nationa list philosophy. The delegates of 1921 therefore found it very 
d iffic u lt to accept a  Treaty that did not exp 'ic itly  recognize the 
R epublic of Ireland.
Along w ith establishing the Republic. W olfe Tone and his 
fo llow ers hoped to  end the sectarian divisions that plagupu Ireland. 
His fa ilure to do so was as evident In 1921 as it is in i f f 2. However, 
the Dail Eireann, in the sp irit o f Tone and the United Irishmen, also 
hoped to rise above any religious differences. As Sear MacEntee 
asked,
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2When did the achievem ent of our nation's unification 
cease to be one of our national aspirations? Was it when 
Tone died for Irish Union? The historic unity of our country 
had been the greatest of a ll our Irish aspirations, th is which 
also brought to our country the service and the life of T one?5
In this instance, the members of the 1919 Dail shared some of the 
flaws of their eighteenth century leader. As Tone had been, they were 
disastrously naive about the depth and the viciousness of religious 
strife in Ireland. Their naivete became evident in the way that the 
m ostly Catholic, Southern Dail continually underestim ated the 
strength of purpose of U lster’s Protestants. In the Dail debates over 
the Treaty, the partition of Ireland and the establishm ent of a 
Protestant m ajority in the six northern counties was largely ignored 
The de legates w arned  to believe, despite the maasive amount of 
evidence to the contrary, that Northern Protestants. Presbyterians 
and Cathodes would ewentuailg put the Irish nation before their 
re lig ious d ifferences and would then join the South in independence 
This was, of course, a  com pletely erroneous oe lic f but it was a 
thought that had been proffered throughout tne history of Irish 
separatism . If a  d e la g a lt had fa ith  in Tone and m Tone's philosophy of 
nationalism , that delegate was required to believe, however wrongly, 
that national unity, w ithout ro lig ious d ivisions, was possible.
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The rebellion of 1798 also established the trad ition  of 
revolutionary vio lence in Ireland, a trad ition  tha t obviously carried
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itself in to the twentieth century. The call to arms in '98, even 
though it was a call that most Irishmen of the year completely 
ignored, was echoed in 1919 and throughout .he Anglo-Irish war A 
delegate put hie need to use violence in an historical framework when 
he bragged, i  feet that as f ie  Irish people in the paw never llinehtd 
when ferae was brought against them to deprive them of their rights, 
that f t *  fish  people will net flineh now because more arms have been 
spot fef **  In focusing an the violent acts of independence in the 
eighteenth century, the Irish perliement ignored some extremely 
important fegttfetivt eetiens. For example. Irefen i, in 1782. had 
essentially achieved constitutional mdepende.ice from ingland  
through the t f te  ef Henry Grattan in fee Irisf Parliament in Dublin. 
P*em its establishment in the fifteenth century until the late 
eighteenth eentury, pie then Parliament at Dublin had been largely 
e e n fa tte i by Westminster m tygg, Ireland proclaimed her 
legislative independence eng freed thg Irish parliament from Iritish  
m ftutnee white still etiowing treignd to remain a  part ef th i United 
Kw gPife t f i t t a n  was the impetus behind thU sanstitutisnat 
nationalism and he presided over the indgpgndint Irish pirliam sht 
frem ns formation m rrg g  until its disielutisn in l l l d
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G rattan deservedly considered him self an Irish patriot. He 
happened to believe that parliam entary struggle was the most 
effective means to independence but his belief in the effectiveness of 
the legislature did not lessen his nationalism . He often spoke on 
Ireland w ith the fe rvor of a revolutionary. He resolved to work for 
Ireland's independence in radical, revolutionary term s. He said, "We 
know our duty to ourselves and are resolved to be free. We seek for 
our rights, and no more then our rights, and, in so just a pursuit, we 
should doubt the being of a Providence, if we doubted of success."27 
J.C. Beckett asserted in The M aking o f Modern Ireland, "Despite its 
shortcom ings, G rattan 's Parliam ent wee to be associated, in the 
po litica l memory of Irishm en, with rreedom, prosperity and national 
d ig n ity ."2*  W hile Beckett may have been right in other instances, his 
assessm ent o f the po litica l memory o f the delegates to the 1919 Dail 
E ireann w as far from  t ie  reality. The Irish delegates of 1919-1922 
barely spoke of Henry G rattan or o f the Pari am ent of 1782-1800 
The delegates gave fa r more respect to Tone and his failed rebellion 
than they gave la  © ratten and his ■ more successful cam paign tor 
constitu tiona l autonom y. G rattan's “ aw, in the eyes of the Irish 
nationalists o f t t1 9 -1 9 2 i, was t! i '  ad com prom ised, bargained 
and dealt w ith the B ritish. He had also stopped short of
27 quoted in J.C Beckett The Making of Modem Ire land , 1603-1923  (New 
York: Alfred A. Knoph, Inc 196S) p. 292
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republicanism , putting him self outside the nationalism  of the 1919 
Dail. He had little  interest in armed struggle and rejected violence as 
a means to his success. By believing that Irish interests could be 
served w ithin the English federation, G rattan may have made great 
gains fo r Ire land but he contributed little  to the historicism  and 
nationalism  of the 1919-1922 Dail E ireann.
There are only three references to Henry Grattan and his 
parliam ent in the m inutes of the Dail Eireann from 1919-1922. All 
three references were made during the Treaty debates. The issue of 
G rattan 's Parliam ent is an exam ple of the blinkered view  of history 
that eventually splintered the Irish nationalist movement. No one 
spoke of G rattan as an honorable patriot until the pro-Treatyites 
attempted to do what he had accomplished some 140 years previous—  
nam ely, establish an independent Irish assem bly in association w ith 
Britain. A rthur G riffith  and M ichael McCabe spoke in G rattan's behalf 
just days before th« final vote on the Treaty. G riffith spoke of 
"getting back to 1782"29 and McCabe mentioned what he called the 
"h istorica l stand for independence of 1782." However, by the tim e of 
the Treaty Rebates, it was sim ply too late to support parliam entary 
independence as an honorable expression o f nationalism . Many of the 
delegates believed that Tone's method was the only one and they 
refused to surrender the ir attachm ent to Tone's kind of nationalism . 
As Mary MacSwiney stated,
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We wanted to get done with I782ism , and we will not go 
back to it. Half-measures are no longer possible because, this 
assembly, elected by the will of the sovereign people of 
Ireland, declared >y the will of the people the Republican form 
o f government as the best for Ireland and cast o ff for ever 
their a llegiance to any foreigner.30
Grattan’s Parliament provides one of the clearest examples of how 
the interpretation of history divided the Dail Eireann. The members 
o f the first Dail Eireann continually condemned legislative action 
while they celebrated violent revolution. In the Treaty debates and 
eventually in the Irish Civil War, the danger of that interpretation of 
history became obvious as nearly half the Dail refused to accept a 
negotiated, compromising Treaty. Had men like Griffith and McCabe 
countered the glorification of 1798 with the successes of 1782 in 
earlier sessions, before the philosophy of 1798 had become ingrained 
as the only acceptable form of nationalism for many of the delegates, 
the Treaty split and the Irish Civil War might well have been avoided. 
Instead, the revolutionary vio lence of the great republican rebellion 
of 1798 was honored and Grattan's Parliament, nearly forgotten, could 
provide few lessons for the present.
The 1798 rebellion gave the British Prime M inister an excuse to 
implement his scheme for the parliamentary union of Great Britain 
and Ireland. Thus, the most constitutionally independent Irish
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parliament lasted only eighteen years. By 1801, Ireland had been 
formally incorporated with Great Britain. This union came about by a 
vote of the Dublin assembly where the motion to join Ireland and 
England won a solid majority. At the time of its passage, most of 
Ireland failed to notice its importance. There was no reason for Irish 
peasants to believe that they would be any more or less ignored and 
oppressed by the parliament at London than they had been by the one 
in Dublin; the growing Catholic middle class was either indifferent or 
mildly supportive of the Act of Union. The Dublin F'arliament, while it 
had become fairly independent from W estm inster in its last two 
decades in existence, had long been considered the "mouthpiece of the 
English in Ireland." It had only negligible concern for the Catholic 
population of Ireland and had little influence on the lives of anyone 
outside the circle of e lite Protestant Dubliners. However, while Irish 
patriots of a later day may have scorned the achievements of the 
national parliament at Dublin, they also condemned its dissolution. It 
seems somewhat contradictory that the delegates mourned the 
passing of a legislative body that had never pretended to represent 
the same Ireland the delegates of 1919 presumed to represent.
The dissolution of the Dublin assembly was taken as yet another 
example of how England "cheated" Ireland. Patrick Rutledge remarked, 
"For 120 years, we have been discussing and criticising that the Act 
of Union was obtained by fraud and corruption."31 For the Irish
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leaders of the 1920s, the greatest sin committed by those who signet? 
the Act Of Union was their submission to the wishes of the English 
Parliament. Even if the independent Dublin parliament was not 
respected, it was, at least, Irish and it had become a symbol that 
Ireland was separate from England. Michael Milroy said, "The Act of 
Union took away from the Irish people their right, such as they had, to 
direct mould and control the ir own land."32 Milroy recognized that the 
rights of the Irish were lim ited by the independent Irish Parliament 
but he also acknowledged that the end of the Parliament, however 
ineffective, unrepresentative and contrary to the objectives of 1919 
that Parliament m ight have been, was a step backward for Ireland.
The events in h istory not mentioned by the Irish politicians in 
1919-1922 sometimes revealed as much about their view of history 
as did those events that they rambled on and on about. The people of 
Ireland nicknamed Daniel O'Connell the "Great Liberator’  but the 
delegates to the Dail barely mentioned him at all. In 1829, Daniel 
O'Connell had won Emancipation for Roman Catholics after a six year 
campaign in the towns and villages o f Ireland. O’Connell forced the 
British Parliament to y ie ld  to his demands by organizing the masses 
of toetafld into huge dem onstrations on behalf o f the ir rights.
O'ConnsN orig inally aimed for more than just reform; he also 
campaigned fo r foe repeal o f the Act o f Union. However, after his 
towering suoeess with reform in 1829, he seemed to abandon the
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issue of repeal. He seldom brought it up at W estminster and, while fie 
maintained that repeal remained his 'eal objective, he more often 
cooperated with the government at London f c  the sake of reform than 
challenged it for the sake of repeal. His form of nationalism was 
often at complete odds with the kind adopted by the early twentieth 
century leaders. O'Connell wrote in 1638, "The people of Ireland are 
ready to become a portion of the empire....they are reedy to become a 
kind of West Britons if made so in benefits and in justice."33 34 Sean 
O'Ceallaigh in 1921 unknowingly echoed O C onnell's words but 
managed to convey the exactly opposite idea. He scorned, I f  we 
accept this Treaty, we are to become W est British by consent after 
760 y e a rs "94 O 'Connell never totally devoted himself to absolute 
independence, and his failure to do so forever lessened his stature in 
the eyes of la ter patriots.
O’Connell was also unwilling to use violence for Ireland's 
independence. His confidence in the system and his cooperation with 
the British made him feel that bloodshed was unnecessary. The Irish 
delegates of 1619-1992 did not share his bel ef. Madame Markowitz 
condemned his refusal to go to war for Ireland. She said, "O ’Connell 
said that Ireland's freedom was not worth a drop of blood. Now, I say 
that Ireland's freedom is worth blood, and worth my Mood and I will
33 Beckett, p. 317
34 T rw ty  Debates (20 December 1921) p. 65
willingly give it."35 The members of the 1919-1922 body had no use 
for O'Connell and his compromises. They had no use for anyone 
unwilling to die for Ireland and so they reduced his role in the history 
of Ireland to a passing reference. O'Connell was mentioned only once 
in the whole of the first three years of the Irish parliament, a 
reflection of his m inimal importance to the nationalism  of the 1920s.
The delegates of 1921 had a second reason for neglecting Daniel 
O'Connell. Even in his own day, O'Connell was eventually eclipsed by 
the rise of Young Ireland, a more radical separatist group. The 
nationalists of the early twentieth century considered Young Ireland 
their c losest philosophical and politica l re lative in history. If 
O 'Connell was neglected in the speeches of the Dail Eireann, the 
founders of Young Ireland were slavishly attended to. Because the 
Young Ireland movement rejected O 'Connell and his moderate 
nationalism, the delegates of the first Dail also dism issed the Great 
L ib e ra to r.
Young Ireland was founded by three young men, all from rather 
d iverse social and religious backgrounds. Thomas Davis was the most 
prom inent of d ie  three and it was his philosophy that would most 
co lor the legacy of Young Ireland for future generations of Irish 
patriots. Davis believed, above all, in a return to the Gaelic past; he 
aspired not just to a national revolution but to a cultural one. This 
was one of Young Ireland's most important messages: the belief that
35 Treaty D ttiim s  (3 January 1922) p. 1 §6
3 5
3 6
the Gaelic language and culture could be resurrected. The Irish 
delegates of 1922 carried this idea with them; as has been 
previously noted, the members of the Dail Eireann aimed at a return to 
the civilization of the past. As Pieras Beaslai said, "The dreams of 
Davis could be realized in a Gaelic state, unchecked by foreign 
in flu e n c e .”36 Like Davis and his followers, the Dail of the 1920s also 
saw this noble past as something to which all Irishmen, regardless of 
re lig ious denom ination, were heir.
Davis wanted religion in Ireland to become a private affair and 
not a political issue. He strived for the unity of all three religions. In 
this he echoed Tone but, unlike Tone, who had hoped that 
republicanism  and patriotism  would override religious differences, 
Davie hoped that respect for the ancient past would be the common 
ground on which all religious groups would converge. The delegates of 
the firs t Dail Eireann subscribed to both of these philosophies, but 
they implemented neither with any great success. Like Davis and like 
Tone, the members of the Dail Eireann and, indeed, the whole 
generation of Irish revolutionaries of which they were a part, were 
optim istic and naive in their view of religion. However, this naivete 
and optim ism, even if m isplaced and ultimately damaging to their 
cause, was a part of their historical tradition and, almost to the one, 
the delegatos would not abandon it.
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The belief in the ancient Irish past was the most important idea 
taken *rom the founders of Young Ireland but there were two other 
lessons that also became part of the definition of true Irish 
nationalism. The first of these is the interest in land reform. Fintan 
Lalor, a prominent member of Young Ireland, encouraged the 
organization to become actively involved in land reform as a political 
issue. Young Ireland came of age in a country that was reeling from 
the impact of the Famine. The general feeling in Ireland was that the 
old institutions and structure of society were about to topple and 
that land redistribution would be the instrument of their fall. The 
distribution of land and the question of land reform preoccupied 
Ireland and Irish politicians throughout much of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. This dedication to the "land war" as an 
expression of nationalism and of resistance to the English government
and the English landlords, was passed from Young Ireland to its
political heirs in the 1919 Dail Eireann. Madame Markowitz declared, 
"This assembly pledges itself to a fa ir and full redistribution of the 
vacant lands and ranches of Ireland among the uneconomic holders and 
landless men.*37 Liam deRoiste further explained, "What land struggle 
really means in this country is the history of the struggle for freedom 
we have endured."38 However, by the end of the nineteenth century
37 Dail Eireann: Minutes of Proceedings ( 4 April 1919) p. 42
38 D ail Eireann: Minutes of Proceedings ( 9 May 1919) p. 85
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and certainly by the time of the first Dail Eireann, the inequity of 
land distribution in Ireland had been latgely reformed. The members 
of the Dail completely absorbed the teachings of Young Ireland and so 
they made land reform, even though it had become a largely 
unnecessary measure, an integral part of their campaign against 
England for Irish independence.
The final lesson drawn from the Young Irelanders was one 
typical for any national movement in Irish history. The Young Ireland 
movement, particularly after the death of the ir most conciliatory 
leader, Thomas Davis, embraced revolutionary violence as a means to 
independence. In this, the Young Ireland movement echoed Tone and 
his republican, revolutionary doctrine. One critic, when asked to 
describe the tone of the N ation4 the weekly paper of the organization 
and a forum for its nationalist hopes, replied, "Wolfe Tone."39 John 
Mitchel, another Young Irelander, published a political newspaper in 
Ulster entitled the United Irishmen, another reference to Tone and 
1798. In 1848, several local Young Ireland groups actually did launch 
a small uprising; it lasted only a few days and was easily suppressed. 
The delegates of 1921 placed themselves in this same tradition; they 
saw themselves as the last, and the most successful, generation of a 
family o f Irish rebels that began with Tone in 1798 and continued 
with the Young Ireland movement o f the 1840s.
39 quoted in Beckett, p. 334
Of any chapter in Irish history, the era of Young Ireland evokea 
the most sentimentality and the greatest unity among the Irish 
delegates. The aims of Young Ireland were almost spiritual and so 
noble that to critic ize them would sound almost sacrilegious. The 
men of Young Ireland had inspired Irish patriots as diverse as Padraig 
Pearse, Arthur Griffith and Eamon deValera. Thus, when the Treaty 
was debated, patriots of both sides called on the teachings of Young 
Ireland to support their own position. The use of the Young Ireland 
movement by the delegates to the 1919-1922 Dail Eireann is a clear 
example of how history was manipulated to serve the political 
purposes of the delegates.
The Young Ireland movement grew up under the shadow of 
impending disaster. The Irish potato crop first failed in 1845.
Neither the potato nor the country would recover for another four 
years. The disastrous effects of the Irish potato famine of 1846-49 
were truly staggering. In a country of seven and a half million people, 
close to one m illion died of starvation while another m illion left the 
'doom ed and starving iuland* for either England or America. The 
potato fam ine had a profound influence on l i te r  political 
developments. The failure of the English government to provide 
adequate re lief fo r the Irish fostered a new feeling of bitterness 
against Ireland's government. Irish nationalism after 1850 would be 
marked by a  vicious hatred of the English.
The Irish patriots of the 1920s looked to the famine as proof 
that the union between Britain and Ireland must end. English 
landlords and English laws were considered the cause of the famine; 
Irish patriots of the 1920s refused to believe that the potato blight 
was a natural disaster. Instead, it was considered an instrument of 
English cruelty and oppression. On May 9, 1919, one of the earlier 
sessions of the Dail Eireann, every deputy enumerated the loss of 
population to his particular district because of the Famine. When 
each delegate had announced his figures, the Home Secretary cried,
Every figure represents a man or woman having been 
destroyed by the artificial famine of *47, of the human hearts 
and the human hopes destroyed. The effort to destroy Ireland 
has been going on for three centuries. It was carried on at first 
openly and by the sword and later it was continued by the 
subtler method of famine...I have read the stories of now my 
countrymen and countrywomen died of starvation in a land of 
p le n ty .40
By turning the tragedy of the Famine into a deliberate act of 
oppression by the British, the delegates transformed every death and 
every em igrant into a national martyr. In the minds of the delegates, 
those who had died from famine had died for Ireland’s freedom. As 
one delegate said, "Men and women be steadfast. In the long history 
of England’s rule m illions have died for Ireland, millions literally. In 
the eight years between 1844 and 1852, we are told the population
40 D ell Eiteenn: Minutes o f Proceedings (9 May 1919) p. 88
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fell by nearly three m illion."41 The attention paid to the Famine had 
much the same effect as did the attention paid to Oliver Cromwell's 
campaign; both events reinforced the suffering Irish mentality. By 
focusing on the Famine, the Irish delegates made separation from 
England more than a question of political autonomy. Irish 
independence from England was turned into an issue of both pure 
physical survival and of Irish national dignity The declaration of 
Irish independence in 1916, the formation of the first Dail Eireann, 
and the Anglo-Irish war that followed were all attempts to assert the 
strength of the Irish. However, the delegates became so concerned 
with redeeming the memory of their ancestors that they were blinded 
to the opportunities of their own day. The concern for the victims of 
the potato blight required the delegates to despise and m istrust the 
British, a mind set that eventually made it d ifficu lt for some of the 
members to accept the Treaty with England. The memory of the Great 
Potato Famine contradicted the image of the glorious Irish nation that 
the delegates had constructed. The delegates were compelled to 
dispel forever the pathetic image of the ignorant Irish peasant, dead 
from starvation at the side of an Irish road or waiting in a dock for a 
ship to bear him away from Ireland.
The Famine weakened the Irish social and political system. The 
tragedies o f the 1845-1849 and the failures of reformers in the years 
following the Famine left a gaping hole in Irish politics. The Fenian
41 D ali Eireann: Minutes of Proceedings (9 May 1919) p. 108
movement, which began in the early 1850s. partially filled that hole. 
Although Fenianism never gained the support of the Irish populace, it 
did reopen the most important questions of nationalism and 
government. Much of the Fenian ideology was revealed in the 
organization's very name. The name "Fenian" was derived from 
"Fianna," a legendary Celtic army led by the most noble of Ireland's 
ancient soldiers, Fiann MacCumhail. Thus, the title of the 
organization evoked the images of the ancient Irish, Gaelic nation. 
However, the Fenians were a secret organization and only members 
were supposed to know its real name. For most of their short 
political life, the Feniars were known as the Irish Republican 
Brotherhood (IRB) or simply, the Brotherhood. As had all previous 
attempts to resurrect the mythical Irish nation of old, the Fenian 
movement fa ltered and was effectively destroyed by the government. 
The Fenians did mount one uprising in March of 1867. It was quickly 
put down by the authorities and its leaders were either jailed or 
hanged.
Like most of Irish lvstory, the failures of Fenianism did not 
dilute the importance of the movement. Fenianism simply refused to 
die. The secret societies continued to meet and actually to grow 
among emigrant patriots in England and America. The colonies of 
Irish nationalists in the United States and Great Britain supported 
nationalist movements in Ireland for the next fifty years. The 
members of the 1919-1922 Oail Eireann were influenced by the
Fenian movement in a very practical sense; much of the fundit j  for 
the Easter Rising and the Anglo-Irish war came from organizations of 
the Brotherhood throughout the world.
Fenianism was also certain to affect the delegates of the 1919 
Dail simply because it was the most recent of the historical 
uprisings. The 1867 Rising had taken place only five decades before 
the Easter Rising of 1916 touched off the last phase in the Irish war 
fo r independence. The deputies to the Irish Congress often had 
fathers or grandfathers who had been ’ out* in 1867. For a nation 
obsessed with history as a personal affa ir, the many references to 
the Fenian movement were poignant reminders of each delegate's 
fam ilial duty to Irish independence.
The greatest and most significant legacy of the Fenian 
movement was, as been the case with the 1798 rebellion, its call to 
arms. Armed rebellion against the British was the true purpose of the 
IRB. It was a military group devoted to the separation of Ireland from 
England by radical and violent means. The Fenian movement 
reiterated the oelief that freedom was worth fighting for. Fifty 
years later, Irish patriots would again take up the cause of violent 
rebellion and they would do so in the hopes of fulfilling the grand and 
honored tradition of Fenianism.
The Fenians believed in nationalism as an almost divine idea.
Its rights, according to the Fenian leaders, were supreme and 
absolute. They believed that Ireland was fated to be independent and
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that this destiny was more important than the wishes of the Irish 
people. Like the anti-Treaty forces in 1921-1922, the Fenians were 
not supported by the majority of the Irish electorate. However, they 
considered this defic iency trivia l in comparison to their divine 
calling to bring freedom to Ireland. Sim ilarly, the anti-Treatyites 
felt they could legitimately oppose the Treaty even though the great 
majority of the electorate supported it. The anti-Treatyites believed, 
as had the Fenians, that the Irish people were not the only factor in 
deciding Irish government. The principle of nationalism was given 
more weight than the people's right to govern their nation.
No delegate would speak out against the Fenian rising despite 
its obvious failures. Even the most moderate delegates did not ignore 
or slight the glory of the Fenian rebellion of :867. The generation of 
Irish patriots that was represented at the first Dail Eireann had 
grown up hearing about the courage and the heroism of the "Fenian 
men." However, the more moderate delegates— those that eventually 
voted for the Treaty— recognized that Feniamsm and its violent, 
revolutionary doctrine could not be the only guide for Irish 
nationalism. As much as they revered the valor of the Fenians and 
respected the ir purist, republican aims, the pro-Treatyites knew that 
negotiation and compromise would also be necessary to achieve Irish 
independence. By refusing to criticize the Fenian movement, the 
moderates among the Irish patriots again doomed the unity of their 
congress. Unfortunately, it can hardly be surprising, given the
glorious interpretation of the Fenian rising offered by the delegates, 
that the anti-Treatyite members of the Dail Eireann would not be a 
part of a government that did not seem to aspire to the same goals as 
their Fenian forefathers.
The thwarted rising of 1867 contributed to the growing interest 
of the British government in Irish politics and Irish affairs. In the 
twenty years following the suppression of the Fenian rebellion, a 
home rule movement began at Westminster. Charles Stewart Parnell 
led the Home Rule party in London from 1880 until he died in 1891. By 
early 1890, home rule for Ireland seemed assured and the Irish people 
revered the man who had made home rule possible. Parnell was 
nicknamed "the uncrowned king of Ireland." However, the assumed 
success of home rule in 1890 had become utterly uncertain by the end 
of that year; by 1891, it had become highly unlikely that Ireland 
would be granted her own parliament. The fall of the Home Rule party 
was as much the fault of Parnell as its rise had been his achievement. 
Parnell's personal life intruded on his political one; his long-standing 
affa ir with the wife of one of his followers lost him the support of 
the British prime m inister and threatened the unity of his own party. 
The Home Rule party eventually did split and only one-third of the 
party remained faithful to the leadership. The fall of Parnell 
destroyed the home rule movement and very nearly destroyed any 
power that the Irish contingent at W estm inster had achieved.
The case against Parnell for the delegates of the 1920s seemed 
clear. Here was a man who had sat >n the British parliament, 
negotiated with the British ministers and, in the end, destroyed Irish 
unity and betrayed Irish interests. He was exactly the kind of 
moderate parliamentarian and experienced politician that the radicals 
of the 1920s would usually either condemn or ignore. However,
Parnell was neither criticized nor forgotten by the Irish delegates to 
the first Dail. He was not condemned as Grattan, O'Connell and 
Redmond were in either the debates on the Treaty or in the 
parliamentary sessions prior to the truce with England. He was 
instead revered as "the most distinguished Irishman." Parnell's place 
in the historical memory of the Irish patriots o f the first Dail is 
u tte rly  confusing.
Parnell was remembered more for his separation from the 
English liberals in the last days of his life than for his compromises 
and alliance with the British parties throughout most of his political 
career. He turned his back on British party po<iti:s in 1890 and, in 
doing so, earned himself an honorable place m history. The Irish 
leaders of the 1919-1922 Dail respected him for his final stand 
against Irish entanglement in British political mar suvering. They 
seemed content to ignore the obvious fact that Parnell rejected the 
liberal alliance only after that alliance had rejected him. Parnell's 
honor was also saved by his own party's betrayal of him. The 
majority of the Irish Home Rule party deserted Parnell and sided with
the prime minister. Those who "betrayed* Parnell became the objects 
of contempt. As Sean MacEntee reminded the Dail, "It was on the 
grounds of expediency— and I ask the Irish people to remember this— it 
was on the grounds of expediency that Parnell was overthrown."42 In 
portraying Parnell as the "lost leader", betrayed by men more 
concerned with politics and compromise than he had been, the 
delegates would rescue him from ignominy.
Other important movements in Irish nationalist history— the 
1798 rising, Young Ireland, Fenianism— dictated Irish policies towards 
Britain. In contrast, the delegates of the 1920s used the history of 
Parnell's era as a guide to how they viewed themselves. They feared 
that they would divide as Parnell's party had and that, as had occurred 
in 1891, the achievements of a decade would be lost. Thus, the split 
over the Treaty brought back the specter of the Parnellian split and 
made disagreement a frightening prospect. Eamon deValera, at the 
last session of the Dai) before the plenipotentiaries departed for 
London, declared, "There are no differences of opinion among us. This 
nation, whatever it does, it will do as a nation and a united nation and 
there will be no split in this nation."43 His words become both 
pathetic and tragic in light of the division of the Dail upon the 
plenipotentiaries' return to Dublin. When it was obvious that the Dail
42 Treaty Debates ( 22 December 1922) p. 153
43 Dell Eireann: Minutes of Proceedings (26 August 1921) p. 79
would indeed divide and that the anti-Treaty'tes would resign rather 
than agree to peace, Joseph MacBrido begged, "Unity seems to be a 
fetish...They fear a split. Perhaps they have in their minds the foul 
implications of the Parnell split. But can we not agree to differ?"44 
In the end, the Irish nationalists could not agree to differ. The length 
of the debate over the Treaty and the passion with which the pro- 
Treatyites pleaded with their opponents to stay in the Dail becomes 
more understandable when one views it as the members of the Dail 
viewed it: against the backdrop of history and of Parnell's demise.
After the collapse of the home rule movement in the late 
nineteenth century, Irish politicians despaired of ever achieving an 
independent Irish parliament However, in 1900, the Home Rule party 
regrouped under the leadership of John Redmond and began to press 
for a new home rule bill in the British parliament. In 1914, the Irish 
Parliamentary Party secured the passage of another home rule bill.
The bill was placed on the statute books with two provisions. The 
first was that the bill would not go into effect until the end of the 
war in Europe; the second provision guaranteed that a separate 
agreement would be negotiated for the six Loyalist counties of the 
North. The Irish people found these provisions fairly acceptable; they 
were w illing to put their nationalist aspiration on hold for what many 
assumed would be only a few months. However, while Redmond's 
parliamentary party in London worked for constitutional autonomy, a
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more radical republican movement had begun in Ireland. The new, 
more radical nationalists formed an organization called the  Irish 
Republican Brotherhood (IRB), in memory of the Fenians of the 
nineteenth century.
When home rule was suspended in 1914, the IRB became even 
more convinced that Iroland must establish a completely independent 
republican government. In 1916, the Brotherhood launched the doomed 
Easter Rising. The Rising, of course, failed and its leaders, including 
the famous poet and nationalist Padraig Pearse, were executed.
W ithin three years of the insurrection, Sinn Fein, the political group 
that most represented the aims of the 1916 Rising, won a sweeping 
victory in the Irish general elections. The candidates campaigned on 
the failures of the Home Rule party and on the reflected glory of the 
Easter Rising. Indeed, many of the candidates had participated in the 
Easter Rising and, by "919, it appeared that a short ja il term, served 
for one's political beliefs, had become almost a prerequisite for 
prom inence in Irish politics.
The delegates that sat in the 1919 Dail were the Sinn Fein 
candidates elected in the general election of 1919. It is certainly not 
surprising that they spoke of Ireland's last great uprising with 
tremendous respect. Duggan said of the participants of the Easter 
Rising, "The men with whom I had the honour to be associated were 
the bravest and ablest soldiers Ireland has ever produced....Let no man 
or woman say that I would betray those whom I knew and love and
Ire v e re ."45 Neither is it surprising that they critic ized the Irish 
Parliamentary Party for its moderation and for its association with 
the British government. John MacDonagh, a delegate to the first Dail, 
reminded his fellow members, "In the common view, John Redmond 
was a practical man and Patrick Pearse was a visionary. We all know 
now who was the practical man and who was the visionary."46 The 
delegates of 1919-1922 tried to emulate their greatly honored
t
predecessors. Given the honor that was associated with the Easter 
Rising, the anti Treaty delegates' interpretation of history and their 
opposition to the Treaty becomes more understandable. The 1916 
rebels had rejected the parliamentary home rule movement of their 
day; some of their disciples in 1922 would reject the parliamentary 
solution of their own era— namely, the peace Treaty of 1921. In the 
Irish Civil War, the anti-Treatyites saw their position as exactly 
parallel to the position faced by the Brotherhood in 1916. For 
example, O 'Ceallaigh said during the Treaty debates, “Think of the 
choice that was made by beloved comrades of ours on Easter morning 
of 1916. They had exactly the same choice to make on that occasion 
that we are asked to make now. They chose the hard path, the 
honoured path ."47 Throughout the meetings of the first Dail Eireann,
45 Treaty Debates (21 December 1921) p. 98
46 Treaty Debates (20 December 1921) p. 77
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the delegates condemned parliamentary action and embraced violence 
and rebellion in their interpretation of history. No delegate would 
dare to impinge the courage and the heroism of the participants of 
1916. However, the devotion to the ideals of 1916 required an 
interpretation of history that made rebellion honorable and any kind 
of peace disgraceful.
IV
In the Treaty debates of 1921-1922, every side insisted that it 
had inherited the legitimate historical mantle. Those who opposed 
the Treaty claimed that they did so because it was what history 
required of them. Those who supported the Treaty gave the same 
rationalization. There is fa r more discussion of the historical 
mandate than there is of the electoral one. Regardless of which 
corner one took in the fight over peace with England, seldom did 
anyone suggest that Ireland should perhaps forge a new path w ithout 
concern for historical precedent. Instead, every delegate seemed 
obsessed with the opinions of the dead. When Finian Lynch criticized 
the members of the Dail by saying, "I for myself say the bones of the 
dead have been rattled indecently in the face of this assembly,”48 the 
response to this mild admonishment was biting. Madame Markievicz 
shot back, "There is one deputy who charged that we rattled the bones 
of the dead... I would like to ask where would Ireland stand without 
the noble dead? Voices of men from the grave call on us to die for the
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cause they died for,"49 Another delegate asked that the Irish 
legislature cease their continual debate over history. A. McCabe 
reminded the Dail, "The earth belongs to those that are on it, and not 
to those who are under it, and to the living ar.d not the dead."50 
However, McCabe seemed unable to follow his own advice and seemed 
as preoccupied with the past as any other member. Only a few 
sentences later, McCabe explained his own support for the Treaty by 
alleging that Terrence MacSwiney and Thomas Clarke, heroes of 1916, 
would vote for it. Every delegate, whether for or against the Treaty, 
judged every act in the context of the preceding seven and a half 
centuries of Irish history. Every side scrambled for the title  of 
rightful heir to Ireland's past.
Implicit in an obsession with history is the preoccupation with 
the future. The Irish delegates of 1919-1922 assumed that they 
would become a part of the historical legend; their role in Irish 
history would be prominent and they realized that future generations 
would study the actions and the decisions of 1919-1922 as closely as 
the delegates had studied the actions of preceding generations of 
Irish nationalists and patriots. Given the certainty that future 
generations would pass judgement, each delegate felt that he had to 
ensure himself the role .of hero in the historical tomes. How would
49 Treaty Debates (3 January 1922) p. 185
50 Treaty Debates (4 January 1922) p. 216
later patriots judge the men who sat in the Dail of 1919-1922 and 
who had signed or rejected the Treaty of 1921?
Padraic O ’Maille best described the attitude prevalent in the 
Dail Eireann during the Treaty debates. He boasted, “We are not afraid 
to go before the bar of history because when history gives its verdict. 
I have no doubt on which side the verdict will be."51 He meant, of 
course, “History will be on my side.” Like every delegate, he was 
convinced that his position was the one blessed by the ages. Of his 
opposition, O 'M aille said. “They are acting here to see what history 
will say of them .”52 O 'Maille happened to support the ratification of 
the Treaty but his speech could have been made by any member. Those 
who opposed the Treaty also claimed that history would support their 
refusal to sign the peace document.
The split in the Dail £ eann grew out of both the relationship to 
history that characterized the Irish nationalists of 1919-1922 and 
their interpretation of various historical events. The personal nature 
of the relationship between the delegates and the history of Ireland 
fostered some of the radicalism that contributed to the Irish Civil 
War. Because history was made a personal, family affair and because 
history was the impetus behind the nationalist movement, the 
devotion of any deputy whose lineage was not purely Irish was
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52 Treaty Debates (12 December 1921) p. 141
questioned. When Michael Collins and others bragged about their plain 
Irish stock and their fam ily traditions of rebellion, they excluded at 
least ten of the one hundred and eleven delegates who, because either 
they or their parents were not born in Ireland, could be considered 
only m arginally Irish.53 For those who could not rely on their family's 
record to prove the sincerity of the ir own nationalism, revolutionary 
extremism was required. Maud Gonne, Padraig Pearse and James 
Connolly, all three heroes of the Easter Rising of 1916, were among 
these marginal Irish; these three were also among the most devoted 
of the revolutionaries. Of the ten deputies of the Dail during the 
Treaty debates who were not fully Irish, eight took the more 
doctrinaire and extreme position and voted against the Treaty. Wi*n 
something like the zeal' of the convert, deputies like Eamon d e V a le n  
and Erskine Childers overcompensated for their sense of foreignness. 
Because they were excluded from the fam ily of Irish history, they 
took the more nationalist, revolutionary and uncompromising stance.
In fact, they had good reason to fear that their foreign blood 
would undermine their legitimacy, as is demonstrated by the 
following response by Arthur Griffith to a challenge from Erskine 
Childers. Childers had been born in England to an Irish woman and an 
Englishman. Because of this, his opinions on nationalism were
53 Tom Garvin Nationalist Revolutionaries in Ireland , 1858-1928 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1987) p.146
somehow considered less compelling than those of someone "purely"®*’
Ir ish .
Griffith: (striking the table) I will not reply to any 
Englishman in this Dail. (applause)
Patrick O'Keefe: It is nearly time we had that.
Childers: My nationality is a matter for myself.
G 'iffith : I will not reply to any damned Englishman in this 
Assem bly!
Childers: I am not going to defend my nationality but I 
would be delighted to show the President that I am not, in the 
true sense of the word, an Englishman, as he knows.
Griffith: I banged the table before your countryman, Mr. 
Lloyd George.
Madame Markievicz: And Griffith is a Welsh name.54
Only those who were considered truly Irish— who shared personally in 
the history of Ireland— would be relied upon to guard the nation's 
honor. Thus, when the deputies in opposition to the treaty left the 
Dail on January 7, 1922, Michael Collins, in a xenophobic rage, called 
after them, "Am ericans— English— foreigners— tra ito rs ."55 In his view 
of Ireland and of Irish history, traitors were those who could not 
claim a personal history of nationalism. The deputies with any 
foreign lineage understood that their perceived devotion was diluted 
by their foreign blood and they responded by being more nationalist 
than anyone. Family history was taken seriously by the Irish. The
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Irish wanted the history of their nation to be a personal and intimate 
one. The actions of a delegate's ancestors were considered a 
yardstick for his own sincerity and devotion to the cause. If he 
should be so unlucky as to be without Irish ancestors, then his own 
bravery and devotion must make up for the ailings of his forefathers.
The participants of the Easter Rising who died during the 
rebellion or were executed for their role in it became instant martyrs 
of the Irish revolution. Custom dictated that the dead soldier's wife, 
or occasionally his daughter, would take his place in Irish politics; 
five of these women sat in the Dail Eireann of 1919-1922. Upon 
entering the Irish parliament, these women, who brought a painful 
immediacy about the Irish revolution with them, often proved the 
most radical and doctrna ire  of the revolutionaries. All five women 
voted against the Treaty of 1921. Again, the belief that historical 
events were personal, family moments required some of the delegates 
to romanticize and glorify war and rebellion. The widows and the 
daughters of the martyrs of 1916 spoke about historical events and 
about political action in personal tones because the struggle for Irish 
independence had become one of personal grief. Mrs. Thomas 
Callaghan cried out regarding her dead husband, "Where he lies is 
Republican ground and I defy you to violate it."56 Mrs. Thomas O'Clarke 
also brought history to a personal level when she asserted of her 
husband, who had died in the Easter Rising, "He saved the soul of
56 Treaty Debates (20 December 1921) p. 60
57Ireland. .Though sorrow was in my heart, I gloried in him."57 Mrs. 
Clarke and Mrs. Callaghan often expressed sympathy for the widows of 
the soldiers of earlier generations. The widows of the 1920s claimed 
a camaraderie with the widows of earlier Irish rebellions and 
insisted that those women would also want to see their husbands' 
deaths be given meaning by the fulfillm ent of the historical goals of 
an Irish republic and a military victory. The devotion of the wives 
and daughters in the Dai! Eireann to their late husbands and fathers 
required the female delegates to vote against the Treaty.
The debates over the Treaty also revealed the danger that was 
implicit in the interpretation of historical events that was offered by 
the Irish nationalists of the first Dail Eireann. All members of the 
Dail had admired die philosophy o f Tone, had giorified the Fenian 
rising and had celebrated that famous Easter morning in Dublin. In 
their study of the achievements, and not the failures, of 1798, of 
1M 7 and of 1 f i6 ,  the delegates though* that they had learned what 
Irish nationalism meant. They believed that any true expression of 
Irish patriotism  would be violent. From history, they learned that the 
ideal Irish state would be a Republic. They assumed that any 
association or compromise with England was a betrayal of Ireland. 
However, the rhetoric and the idealism ©f the speeches of the first 
Dail had to eventually face the reality of a treaty with England. The 
Treaty did grant independence; it did not guarantee a Republic. The
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Treaty would allow peace between England and Ireland; there would be» 
no longer be need for Ireland's noble soldiers to resist the English 
crown. However, the Treaty did not fulfill the aims of the many 
uprisings and republican movements that had always been the most 
glorious and most admired events in the Irish past. Some men 
believed more fervently than others in the righteousness of the ideals 
of the historical resistance to England and, because of this, were 
unwilling to accept the Treaty. Thus, the Irish Civil War ensued.
The patriots paid so much attention to armed resistance that it 
began to seem as if Ireland had been in a continuous state of warfare 
with England. The question of the length and the continuity of 
Ireland's historical resistance to English rule is one of the areas in 
the interpretation of history in which the pro- and anti-Treaty forces 
divided. Austin Stack, who voted against the Treaty, proclaimed, 
“England came here as an intruder and for 750 years, we have been 
resisting that conquest.”58 Sean O'Ceallaigh, another anti-Treatyite, 
also attested to the longevity of English oppression and the strength 
of Irish resistance when he said, "No consideration of earth will 
induce me to voluntarily declare allegiance of lip fidelity to the King 
of a country whose instruments of Government have oppressed and 
tricked our people for seven centuries and a half."59 For the delegates
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opposed to the Treaty, the battle for independence upon which they 
had embarked was considered the final stage in a 750 year war. They 
believed that they fought for the same Ireland that Wolfe Tone had 
fought for in 1798; they believed that they struggled against the 
same oppression that the Fenians of 1867 had rebelled against. They 
believed most passionately that they fought for the same republic 
that the martyrs the Easter Rising of 1916 had fought for. During the 
years in which there had not been armed rebellion against British 
rule, many of the delegates insisted that there was still subterranean 
resistance; the Teachta of the first Dail considered even quiet 
resistance a chapter of the war with Britain, and they considered 
themselves the heir to its legacy. In their portrait of history and 
historical figures, Ireland had always been at war with England.
Despite the strength of their proclamations and the sincerity of 
their beliefs, the h is to r ' of Irish insubordination is not as solid as 
the anti-Treaty delegates would imply. Irish history could not, of 
course, be categorized as simply 750 years of war. In reality, Eire 
had, for most of its years as member of the United Kingdom, existed 
peacefully in union with the neighboring island. The incidents of 
furtive violence were rather few when compared to the long stretches 
of time in which there was no indication of wide-spread unrest.
Thus, as readily as the anti-Treaty members of the Dublin assembly 
would claim seven centuries of resistance to English rule, so could 
the pro-Treatyites remember centuries of loyalty and obedience.
Liam Cosgrave, a prom inent Irish nationalist who eventually voted to 
ratify the Treaty, rejected the theory of 750 years of war. He said:
We have been told that there was a 750 years' war. I am 
neither a young man nor an old man and if my recollection is 
quite correct, the war has only gone on for five years during 
the last forty years and then during the whole of that period it 
was not in operation.60
The trouble with Irish history is, of course, that both views of 
history can be at least partially supported by historical facts. In one 
r',<nario— the one that Cosgrave chose to recell— Ireland had been 
relatively peaceful since the Act of Union with Britain. This was, of 
course, true. No wide-spread, full-fledged rebellion was ever 
launched in Ireland. At the same time, the alternative version of Irish 
history— the belief that Ireland had resisted English rule for 750 
years— also contained some element of truth and of historical 
Knowledge. It would be difficult to find even a whole decade in Irish 
history in which there was absolutely no resistance to Protestant 
domination or rule from Westminster, however lim ited and doomed 
such resistance might be. In the years in which even isolated armed 
rebellion was impossible, there was at the very least, a feeling that 
English rule was wrong and that nationalism would prevail. Thus, the 
interpretation of history offered in the speeches of both sides of the 
Treaty dispute in the Dublin assembly depend on the political and
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ideological allegiance of the speakers. Some TDs might maintain that 
the history of Ireland was a history of deliberate rebellion while 
others might just as easily interpret the Irish past as trouble-free.
Because the anti-Treatyites maintained that history had never 
comprehended peace, peace became impossible. The anti-Treaty 
members of the Dail were not willing to surrender the very thing—  
namely, war— that had formed their politics, ideology and nationalism. 
The Irish separatist identity was a confrontational one; the friendly 
relations with England negotiated by the Treaty of 1921 could only 
evoke the images of O'Connell's hesitation, of the Parnell split, of the 
failure of 1914. These were the historical characters who had 
surrendered to England for the sake of peace. In the historical mind 
of the anti-Treaty faction, these were also t ie  tra itors of the Irish 
nation. Thus, the Irish Civil War began as a struggle for struggle's 
sake. The division in the Dail was not so much over the peace Treaty 
as over peace itself. Those who voted for the Treaty tended to reject 
the myth of 750 years war. In doing so, they allowed room for what 
the pro-Treaty delegates themselves called "peace with honor."61
Why were some delegates willing to accept peace while others 
avoided it? It is in the interpretation of their history that the Irish 
delegates of 1919-22 civided; as they chose to define Ireland's past, 
they also defined Ireland's present and future. Some required a purist 
continuity to history. They rewrote the history of Ireland to avoid
61
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any taint of compromise or of dishonor. For these purists, the Treaty, 
and the peace it represented, was anathema for it denied and rejected 
their history of war with England. For other members of the Dail, 
history was more flu id and flexible. The delegates that accepted the 
Treaty, on every issue of Irish history, had been willing to accept that 
compromise, legislation and peace were sometimes preferable to the 
glory and the purity of war. They recognized that history was not as 
simple as others maintained; they rejected the myth that Ireland and 
her people had always fought against England and had never 
compromised for peace. Because these delegates did not define the 
Irish nationhood in terms of a perpetual war with England, they could 
and ultimately did accept peace.
The divisions regarding the interpretation of history were most 
clearly expressed in the proclamation of the Irish republic. For the 
anti-Treatyites, anything less than a full ana com pletely independent 
Irish state was a betrayal of the Irish past, 'f a delegate believed 
that ancient Ireland had been completely free and autonomous, he was 
bound by his interpretation of history to insist that the new Ireland 
be equally independent. When Eamon deValera addressed the Irish 
plenipotentiaries before they negotiated the Treaty with England, he 
reminded them, "We are Keeping on the straight road."62 By the 
straight road, deValera implied that the history of Ireland had been a
62 Dail Eireann: Mino'es of Proceedings ( 21 August 1921) p. 80
continuous path from the legendary Irish nation of old to the present 
day. It was a road that did not allow for diversions or compromise. 
deValera claimed that the republic had always been the aim of Irish 
rebellion and nationalism. deValera defined the faction of the Dail 
Eireann that supported a republic as 'the  party in Ireland which 
typ ifies the national aspirations of centuries."63 Similarly. Art 
O 'Connor claimed that all those who had died for Ireland over the past 
750 years had done so in the name of the republic. Because the Treaty 
did not expressly grant an Irish Republic, O 'Connor said, "We have not 
got the essential thing for which a struggle for the last 750 years has 
been going on."64 Erskine Childers also testified to the long-standing 
demands for an Irish republic when he asked, "Are we, by our own act. 
to abandon our independence?...Surely no such act was ever taken 
before in the history of Ireland."65 Childers, deValera and many 
others were content to ignore significant chapters of Irish history. 
The straight road that deValera called for and the purity that Childers 
described could not recognize the compromises implicit in the Act of 
Union, O 'Connell's reforms, the split in Parneil's party or the Home 
Rule campaign of 1914. To claim a republic as the only justified form 
of Irish government required a rather selective and certainly 
rom antic in terpretation of history.
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It was in the proclamation of a republic that the most serious 
political divisions appeared in the Dail. Whereas deValera and others 
were committed to the ideal of the Republic, the TDs in favor of the 
Treaty recognized that Ireland had not kept a road as straight as 
deValera claimed. These deputies admitted that there had been 
compromises in the past and they disputed that a republic had always 
been the sole purpose of Irish rebellion. Liam deRoiste said that 
every Irish leader was, and always had been, compromising with the 
English Government; he cried, "We are all compromisers now, and not
alone comprom isers but opportunists."66 Michael Collins dismissed
*
both the claim of 750 years of oppression and the importance of the 
Republic in the following speech:
The history of this nation, has not been, as is so often 
said, the history of a military struggle of 750 years. It has 
been much more a history of peaceful penetration. It has not 
been a struggle for the ideal of freedom symbolised in the 
name Republic. It has been a story of slow, steady economic 
encroach by England. It has been a struggle on our part to 
prevent that, a struggle against explo itation.67
Lorcan Robbins also rejected the image of Irish history as purely 
Republican. He described the national aspirations of centuries as far
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more simple than an abstract, political entity and found compromise 
and betrayal in every generation of the Irish past:
They do not understand. What the people of Ireland want 
is getting the soil of Ireland back to the hands of the people ot 
Ireland and they believe in getting the foreigners out and our 
own people in. Nothing else matters to them or ever did...You 
would think by the talk of some people that we had a republic 
here for 750 years...the Republic of Ireland is only two years old 
and it was a very weak infant all the time. 68
Robbins further refused to believe that any Irishman or woman held a 
view of history more romantic than his own; he said, "The p e o p le  of 
the country have their own plain view of Irish history.”69 Pieras 
Beaslai attacked the faith that the anti-Treaty delegates held in 
history and in the importance of the Republic; he scolded, "They are 
more concerned with their dry political formulas than with the living 
nation....to them, Ireland seems to be a name, an abstraction, a 
fc im u la ."70 Obviously, the pro-Treaty delegates were willing to 
sacrifice the ideal of the Republic— even if the Republic had been 
demanded by Tone, Pearse and others— for the reality of an 
independent Irish nation.
The ideal of republican government played an important and 
symbolic role in the political history of Ireland. The delegates
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debated whether a republic had always been intended by Ireland's dead 
soldiers This debate, revolving around the issue of the interpretation 
of history as either pure and uncompromising or as flexible and 
opportunist, determined the position of many of the delegates in the 
Irish Civil War.
The issues debated during the Treaty dispute best illustrate the 
importance of history in the Irish revolution. The main point of 
contention for the anti-Treatyites was not the partition of Ireland 
into Northern and Southern districts. That division, despite the 
importance it has gained in the present day, was largely overlooked by 
both sides of the Treaty debate as either unimportant or temporary. 
Instead, the most impassioned debates in the Dail occurred over the 
oath to the King that was included in the Treaty provisions. For the 
anti-Treaty delegates, this oath symbolized the submission to the 
English government and crown that was implicit in the Treaty. This 
symbol was far more important than the very practical measures of 
freedom that were guaranteed by the Treaty. The oath of allegiance 
to the English king was a part of Ireland's shameful history; it made 
every man a traitor to the history of Irish nationalism. Even among 
the pro-Treatyites, the oath was an embarrassment. Many promised 
that, while they would sign the Treaty, they would never take the oath 
of allegiance. In fact, in the first official election of the Irish Free 
State in 1923, almost 30% of the elected ofiicia ls refused to take the
67o a th .71 This rather technical distinction gave them great 
psychological consolation; it allowed them to believe that they were 
not among the traitors of Irish history.
When reading the minutes of the Dail Eireann before the Truce 
with England and before the negotiation of the Treaty, it appears that 
all of the delegates agreed on the interpretation of history that would 
later seem to characterize only the anti-Treaty forces. The rhetoric 
of all members of the Dail Eireann between 1919 and early 1921 
continually condemned legislative action and compromise while it 
glorified radical separatism and armed rebellion. However, despite 
the rhetoric, many of the leaders of the Irish rebellion were practical 
men who realized that independence would never be won militarily 
and that England would never voluntarily permit the establishment of 
an Irish Republic. While all of the delegates respected and admired 
the revolutionary history of Ireland, some of the members must have 
also respected and admired the need for peace, even if peace was 
achieved through compromise. Unfortunately, the moderates in the 
Dail Eireann never really resolved the most fundamental dilemma of 
their movement; how would they build a nation in Ireland, based on 
the historical claim  to nationhood, when the Irish national history 
condemned the measures they knew to be necessary?
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The men, like Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith, who might 
have tempered the ext emism of the delegates' interpretation of 
history from the earliest sessions in 1919. hover confronted the deep 
ideological and historical divisions among the members of the Irish 
nationalist movement. Thus, the only interpretation of history 
offered during the sessions of the Dail Eireann that met between 
1919 and 1922 is a harsh, one-sided judgement. Those delegates who 
spoke on history gave all the glory to war and rebellion and all the 
shame to peace anu compromise. Only in the split over the Treaty and 
the subsequent Civil War did it become obvious that, for some 
Irishmen and women, history would only be used to perpetuate what 
they called “this wonderful struggle of ours."72 The most 
disappointing factor in the Irish Civil War is the failure of the 
moderates to soften the interpretation of history offered in the Dail 
Eireann even before the split over the Treaty. To some degree, this 
entire generation of Irish rebels, baptized by the Easter Rising and 
confirmed by the Irish Civil War, agreed on the separation of Irish 
history into honorable war and treasonous peace and allowed that 
interpretation, however dangerous, to form their nationalism.
Every delegate, whether or not he supported the peace with 
England, recognized that the Treaty o f 1921 did not reflect tho 
"national aspirations of centuries." The anti-Treatyites knew that 
the Treaty was not what the heroes of Irish history— as they defined
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the heroes of Irish history— had died for. Because of this belief, they 
refused to sign the document. But even the pro-Treaty forces 
admitted that the T re a t' was perhaps not everything that they had 
honored in Irish history. Michael Collins, in s speech that wouid 
become famous, recommended the acceptance of the Treaty because it 
gave, "not the ultimate freedom that all nations aspire and develop to 
but the freedom to achieve it."73 Kevin Higgins, who also voted for 
the Treaty, qualified his vote by saying, "I do not hail it as a full, 
complete and final settlement of Ireland's claim. I will not say that 
it would be treacherous and dishonourable to ask for more.” 74 
However, as hesitant as the pro-Treaty forces might have been to 
accept the Treaty, they realized that they had achieved more than any 
previous group of Irish patriots. The pro-Treaty forces recognized, as 
the anti-Treaty faction did not, that history was not the only 
determ inant of Irish nationalism. They would temper their belief in 
the past according to the opportunities of the present.
V
In the first sessions of the Dail Eireann, one delegate 
proclaimed, "We are no new people but heirs to a nation long and 
g lo r io u s ."75 The Irish patriots of the 1920s built their claim to 
independence on the belief that the Irish people were, indeed,"no new
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people." Because their nationalism was so firm ly rooted in the p a s t^  
the delegates to the first parliament of the new Irish state used the 
history of Ireland to justify their rebellion, to guide their decisions 
and to determ ine the purpose of their movement. Unfortunately, 
history was not always a reliable guide for the men and women who 
sat in the first Dail Eireann. Instead, the lessons of history that the 
delegates chose to learn were sometimes dangerous ones. However, 
despite the risks inherent in using the history of Ireland to form both 
their new nation and the entire nationalist doctrine of Ireland, 
history was, in some sense, all they had and they used it as much as 
possib le .
The resurrection of the Gaelic culture and the reform of the 
Irish school system were two ideas taken from the delegates' 
historical consciousness which were successfully implemented in the 
new Irish state. The study of Irish and the teaching of Irish history 
became, as Pearse and Davis had hoped, an integral part of the Irish 
Free State. The cultural revival dreamed o f by the delegates, and by 
Davis and Pearse, was never complete and yet, even in its limited 
form, it allowed ail the people of Ireland to take pride in their Gaelic 
heritage. The Gaelic culture was, as Pearse had promised, simply 
"taken for granted."76 Of course, Irish independence also meant that 
the Gaelic culture and Irish history lost some of their politica l
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significance. In the Irish Free S tate  and later, in the Irish Republic, 
the study of Irish history and of the ancient C eltic culture w as no 
longer a nationalist issue but sim ply an educational or cultural 
endeavor. H ow ever, in the long run, this can only be considered a good 
thing. It a llow ed Ireland to develop  an identity and a culture that w as  
not defined only by its resistance to the English governm ent and its 
distinctiveness from  the English language anc  culture. The growing  
national and cultural identity of Ireland has only becam e possible  
becau se  the de legates , based on their study of history and on their 
respect for anc ien t Ire land , consistently insisted that the revival of 
the G ae lic  culture and the teaching of Irish history be a part of their 
new  nation.
However, as successful as the delegates were in making the 
Gaelic culture part of Ireland's national identity, other ideas taken 
from history were less successfully implemented in the new state. 
The hope for religious tolerance and religious unity was, quite 
obviously, never realized in the independent Irish state. Had the 
delegates been able to build the harmonious, m ulti-relig ious state 
that had been the dream of Tone and Davis, the Ireland of today might 
be a very different country, The delegates' hope that Catholics, 
Presbyterians and other Protestants might live peacefully beside one 
another was a noble hope but, unfortunately, a naive one. However, it 
was a dream that the delegates refused to surrender because it was 
so much a part o f their national heritage. Thus, very few of the
delegates on either side of the Treaty debate mentioned Ulster's 
opposition to the Anglo-Irish War or the separate Northern Irish 
Parliament that was established by the Treaty. The delegates were 
convinced, as Tone and Davis had been convinced, that the Protestant 
Loyalists would eventually see the light, convert to the nationalist 
cause and join the Southern Irish counties in Dublin. The falsity of 
these beliefs has become tragically, but predictably, obvious. The 
delegates' faith in history and in the ideals of their nationalist heroes 
was so absolute that they refused to recognize the realities of their 
own era.
The uses of history became most important in the debate over 
the Peace Treaty of 1921. To a significant degree, the interpretation 
of history determ ined the allegiance of the delegates in the debate 
over the Treaty. The insistence on a republican government, the 
opposition to the oath and the hesitation to end the war with England 
were positions taken from the nationalist, revolutionary h istory of 
Ireland. All of the  delegates would have preferred a republic and 
would  rather not take an oath of loyalty to the British king. However, 
the pro-Treaty delegates were able to also se# that history, at some 
point, must be put aside to build a new nation. In the end, o f course, 
they were right. A republic was eventually established in Ireland and 
the oath to the king wt a removed. It becam » obvious afterwards 
the Irish Civil War of 1922-23 had indeed be »n fought over symbols 
and abstractions. As Michael Collins had promised, the Treaty did
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give Ire land the freedom  to ach ieve  w hat “all nations asp ire  and  
develop  to." H ow ever, no one who sat in the first Dail E ireann could 
truly deny the an ti-T rea ty ites  the leg itim acy of their protest. The  
ou trage  of the  an ti-T rea ty ites  and their sense  of be traya l seem s  
justified  g iven  that history and the historical aim s of nationalism  
had alw ays been m ade so central to the Irish rebellion. The anti- 
Treaty ites  w ere  of the stuff that m artyrs are  m ade of, ra ther than  
politicians or s ta te -bu ilders . And in their m artyrdom  and their 
sacrifices for the sake of sym bols and abstractions, they w ere, 
unfortunately , supported  by history.
The delegates assumed that the actions of historical characters 
would continue to be studied and judged by all future citizens of the 
Irish nation. Thus, the greatest concern for the Irish leaders at the 
1919-1922 Dail was how they would be judged by the next generation 
of Irish nationalists. The anti-Treatyites threatened the pro- 
Treatyites with a kind of historical retribution. They promised those 
who voted for the Treaty that, "The children are rising fast and even 
if she (England] exterminates the men, wome.i and children of this 
generation, the blades of grass, dyed with their blood, w ill rise, like 
the dragon's teeth of old, into armed men and the fight w ill begin in 
the next generation."77 The anti-Treaty speakers also assured their 
opponents that these yet-to-be-born revolutionaries would condemn 
the ratification of the Treaty. Unfortunately, the anti-T reatyites
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were right and the judgement turned out to be unforgiving. Among the 
revolutionaries in the only quasi-national struggle that continues in 
modern Ireland— the activities of the IRA in Northern Ireland—the 
historical myth maintains that the plenipotentiaries who signed the 
Treaty betrayed Ireland and blackened Ireland's honor. The republican 
folklore claims that Co! ins and Griffith were seduced by the glamour 
of London and the flattery of the British ministers. The modern 
interpretation of the Treaty negotiations and debates further 
maintains, however absurdly, that Collins then bribed or otherwise 
forced TDs to support the Treaty.78 The judgement offered by the only 
violent revolutionaries left in Ireland reveals the dangers in using 
history to explain or justify an on-going rebellion. The peace Treaty 
signed in London on 6 December 1921 and ratified in the Dail Eireann 
on 7 January 1922 was Ireland's greatest national achievement. 
Because of the work o ' the seven plenipotem iaries who signed the 
Treaty and because of the votes of the sixty-four men who ratified it, 
the twenty-six counties of southern Ireland are today an independent 
Republic. However, as the criticism of the Treaty indicates, the 
h istorica l in terpretation offered by revolutionaries seldom 
recognizes the accomplishments of compromise and negotiation. As 
the delegates to the first Dail condemned or ignored Grattan,
O'Connell and Redmond, so do today's Irish radicals condemn Collins 
and Griffith. The men who actually build states are not hailed as
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heroes while the martyrs who dio for lost causes often are. If there 
is a lesson to be learned from the uses of history by the delegates to 
the firs t Irish Parliament of 1919-1922, it is that history is an 
inspiring element in a revolution but also a dangerous one. Its 
message is seldom truthful, and, as became obvious in Ireland in 
1921-1923, its uses are often destructive.
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